





























Online and Experiential Learning Programs

Working with technology is critical in both of these
professions. Such skill is equally important in nursing
where nurses are required to consult and critique
information they gather through diverse technology-
enabled means and make evidence-informed
decisions at the point of care. When the development
of technology skills is integrated with learning and
serves as a means to an end, students’ acquisition of
technological skills is reported to be more effective
than targeted teaching of the same skills (Sung,

Chang, & Liu, 2016).
Professional Communication Skills

Professional communication skills are among the
most critical skills that students can develop in the
online learning setting (Belinski, 2002). In all of the
disciplines represented in this paper, working
professionals are required to communicate with
assorted internal stakeholders and the wider
community on a daily basis. Hence, refining these
skills while a person is a student is important. When
students do not interact physically, professionalism
in their communication may be greater than it would
be in a face-to-face context. In the online setting,
students may experience greater growth as
communicators in that they do not have the same

access to an instructor to facilitate exchanges.

Connections with the Professional
Community and the University Campus

In each of the scenarios described above—nursing,
education, business, and community studies—
students’ experiential learning opportunities involved
geographical distance from the university campus.
Students on placement can serve as ambassadors for
their universities and programs as well as conduits of
information back to their main campuses through the
tools of online learning. The online aspects of their
courses enable the construction of community with

peers and instructors.
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Self-Directed Learning Skills

Instructors who provide their students with online
asynchronous environments, punctuated with critical
deadlines, create space for students to develop time
management and self-directed learning skills. While
nursing students are always busy and often stressed
when they are in clinical settings, the requirements to
make contributions to a discussion board and to
submit assignments according to pre-determined
deadlines keep them in touch with their peers,
instructors, and the program as a whole. In the case
of the education students, the gap between the face-
to-face sessions challenges them to participate in
teaching practice and to record and share their
experiences. This kind of expectation prompts
students to engage in self-directed learning and
parallels what will be expected of them as
practitioners. At the same time, because skilled
instructors pace their assignments and activities,
students learn how to be reflective thinkers over time
and before they are faced with the hectic nature of
professional practice.

Connections Between Theory and Practice

Experiential education has long been recognized for
bringing theory and practice together and deepening
learning. We would also suggest that the inclusion of
online components reflects realistic practice. Using
an online format, students are able to experience
their learning 7z sit# and share it with others through
recordings, re-telling of experiences, informal and
informal reflective activities, and carefully designed
assignments. The online medium enables students to
leave the boundaries of the campus and experience
real practice in the field.

Transcultural competencies

Considering the cultural cohorts described in the
education scenario, the opportunity to provide a safe
space for each group to be grounded and to come

together for a sharing of culture and experience was
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especially meaningful. Through separate and shared
reflections, the students experienced a greater depth
of cultural understanding than they would have
otherwise.

The online elements in the highlighted nursing
program also facilitate cultural understandings
including how health services and issues of access
differ across the province of Ontario. The online
environment connects registered practical nurses
with many years of experience and new grads.
Through this coming together over physical distance
and through technology, the nursing students learn
about the cultural and professional practices of
nursing in diverse settings and at different points on
the novice to expert spectrum.

Such development is critical in fields such as
education and nursing where in-depth understanding
of diversity is necessary in daily practice. The chance
to experience others’ perspectives, lifestyles, and
varied ways of being in the world and to reflect on all
of this in the safety of a supportive online learning
setting should not be underestimated.

Final Thoughts

Although we do not recommend online learning as
the only solution to the desire for experiential
learning in professional programs, it does hold
considerable promise. Through thoughtful design
and delivery of an online experience, the online
setting can play an important role in skills
development and fostering an authentic learning
experience. It can also encourage community-
building since learners can be in different locales but
still connect, reflect, and share. Further, online
settings can enable the growth of communication,
media, and information gathering skills all of which
are important in a person’s professional life. Finally,
the advantages of critical reflection on real life
experiences through judicious written and real time
expressionare well established in the literature.
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